THE   RIGHT   TO   HERESY

When the flames rose around him, Servetus uttered
so dreadful a cry that many of the onlookers turned their
eyes away from the pitiful sight. Soon the smoke inter-
posed a veil in front of the writhing body, but the yells
of agony grew louder and louder, until at length came an
imploring scream: "Jesus, Son of the everlasting God,
have pity on me!" The struggle with death lasted half
an hour. Then the flames abated, the smoke dispersed,
and attached to the blackened stake there remained,
above the glowing embers, a black, sickening, charred
mass, a loathsome jelly, which had lost human semb-
lance. What had once been a thinking earthly creature,
passionately straining towards the eternal, what had
been a breathing fragment of the divine soul, was now
reduced to a vestige so offensive, so repulsive, that surely
the sight of it might have made even Calvin aware how
inhuman had been his conduct in arrogating to himself
the right of becoming judge and slayer of one of his
brethren.

But where was Calvin in this fearful hour? Either
to show himself disinterested or else to spare his nerves
from shock, he had remained at home. He was in his
study, windows closed, having left to the executioner and
to Farel (a coarser brute than himself) the odious task of
witnessing the execution. So long as no more was needed
than to track down an innocent man, to accuse him,
browbeat him, and bring him to the stake, Calvin had
been an indefatigable leader. But in the hour of per-
formance, he left matters to Farel and the paid assistants,
while he himself, the man who had really willed and
commanded this "pious murder," kept discreetly aloof.
Next Sunday, however, clad in his black cassock, he
entered the pulpit to boast of the deed before a silent con-
gregation, declaring it to have been a great deed and a
just one, although he had not dared to watch the pitiful
spectacle.
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